It was evident from interviews with  men and women over  years of age that the experiences derived from being physically active and playing sport in later life are expansive, dynamic and completely imbued with multiple interpretations. Furthermore, their beliefs support the notion that the physically active body should be considered more than a physical object, as it represents a conscious, feeling, thinking and reflective self. The findings signify much is to be gained by regularly partaking in deliberate physical activity during later life although this is not always as easy as it sounds. At a personal level, changes in functional capacity and dealing with the sometimes ailing body can serve as a deterrent. From a broader perspective, the stigma associated with being older also poses a significant physical, sociological and psychological challenge, particularly during the initial phases. In conclusion, the study discusses why change must occur at a personal and societal level before a greater proportion of the older population become more physically active.
Introduction
As men and women are now living longer and deemed to be in better health than previous generations, it is not surprising that increasing numbers of older people are choosing to participate in a more diverse range of leisure activities. What is more, the stereotypical views and images associated with ageing are gradually being challenged (Greenwald ) . Rather than being ' over the hill ', more and more older people are ' taking the hill by storm ' and seeking opportunities to be involved in a multitude of activities, some new and others rekindled from earlier years. Although ageing may impose some constraints and be defined in numerous ways, most older people tend to describe their state of health and wellbeing in positive terms (Atchley  ; Hepworth  ; Roberts ). However, there is concern amongst health professionals regarding the high proportion of those in later life who, in many cases unintentionally, allow physical activity to become more of a memory than a regular occurrence (Blair and Wei  ; Dishman  ; O 'Brien Cousins  ; Rowe and Kahn  ; World Health Organisation ). One response to this has been a proliferation of community-based exercise programmes designed specifically to accommodate the needs and interests of this section of the population. In addition, there has been a proliferation of research in this area of gerontology, focusing primarily on the physical body and symptoms of decline. As for other areas of research on ageing, there is a tendency to ignore older people's perceptions and beliefs about the way ageing is experienced (Carlsen  ; Heikkinen  ; Hepworth  ; Jamieson et al. ) and, in particular, the role and meaning of physical activity in later life (Grant and O 'Brien Cousins ) .
This article has three purposes ; first, to reflect on how ageing and physical activity has been articulated in the literature ; secondly, to examine the beliefs of a group of men and women over  years about the role and meaning of physical activity, including playing sport, in later life ; finally, to draw on these beliefs and to consider some of the issues older people encounter in negotiating socio-cultural expectations and personal events when endeavouring to incorporate regular physical activity as an inherent part of their lifestyle.
Ageing and physical activity
Irrespective of age, there is overwhelming evidence to support the benefits of maintaining a physically active lifestyle and how such behaviour can contribute to quality of life and the ' feel better phenomenon ' (e.g. Mathieu  ; Ruchlin and Lachs  ; Spirduso ). Furthermore, our understanding about the causal relationship between ageing and physical activity on factors such as functional capacity, motor ability, psychological health, cognitive functioning and well-being is well advanced (Chodzko-Zajko  ; Huber  ; Kilgman et al.  ; O 'Brien Cousins and Horne  ; Shepherd  ; Spirduso ). Although increasing numbers of older people are participating in programmes specifically designed for older people (e.g. aqua jogging for seniors, -plus walking groups, Masters Games), several national surveys (e.g. in Canada, Australia, New Zealand, United Kingdom and the USA) indicate only a minority regularly engage in a level of physically active leisure considered sufficient to deter the onset of functional incapacity (Dunlap and Barry  ; Huber  ; Mathieu  ; Satariano et al.  ; Wolinsky et al. ) . This endorses the argument of Kelly ( : ) that no type of leisure activity is more likely to be abandoned or avoided by the old as regular physical exercise especially if it requires considerable exertion. In spite of a trend to withdraw from being physically active, the majority of older people agree that physical exercise is ' good for you ' (O 'Brien Cousins and Janzen ) but fail to adhere to such behaviour (Dishman ) . Although no common explanation exists for the contradiction between belief and action, Roberts ( : ) postulates that the poverty of their childhood socialisation into organised physical activity (including sport), and the limited opportunities available after leaving school, have a lasting effect that is difficult to change as one ages. The barriers may be both real and perceived, situated in self and others, and may reflect the culture in which we live. Furthermore, many people in later life, especially women, feel physically and socially vulnerable when participating in mild to moderately intense physical activity. They are worried about ' wearing out ' and incurring sudden injury (O 'Brien Cousins  ; Vertinsky ). Changing behaviour is a complex phenomenon and, as Slater ( : ) suggests, it is unlikely that the future will see masses of people in later life take up leisure-time activities to which they are unaccustomed or with which feel insecure.
A further explanation for the dominant pattern of sedentary behaviour amongst older people relates to their perception about their personal state of health, and includes beliefs about what the older body should and should not do. This is inextricably linked to a gradual accumulation of not only the inevitable biological processes but also attitudes, expectations, prejudices, cultural values and ideals of the society in which individuals develop and grow old (Blaikie  ; Featherstone and Hepworth  ; Heikkinen  ; Hepworth  ; Poole and Feldman  ; Roberts ). This being the case, it is surprising that only a few studies report the views of older people in regard to these matters. For example, through interviews with women who are over  and participating in fitness classes, Poole () discovered that the women's exercise experiences were often contradictory. There tended to be an emphasis in fitness classes on the improved body, something which seemed to be partially influenced and regulated by a complex of messages about the ideal body size and shape exuding from a variety of images including those promoted by the beauty and health industries. On the other hand, the women did not attend exercise classes merely for a better-looking body, but also to gain strength and mobility for independent living ; to create social networks with other women ; to have time for themselves ; and to be with others of a similar age. These are all reasons that Poole identified as empowering older women. Whilst this may be the case for some, Vertinsky () reported that many older women hold strong beliefs about the assumed risks that deterred them from participating in anything more than gentle exercise. She also discussed how health is misunderstood when considered solely in biological terms, as it represents the power of cultural images and stereotypes concerning ageing and physical activity. This was reflected in a study by O 'Brien Cousins () who reported that the beliefs older women had about being too active far exceeded the known potential benefits. For example, many of the participants expressed the view that their hearts ' couldn 't take it '. These studies clearly identify how perceptions rather than reality can influence whether or not one will engage in deliberate physical exercise. They also reflect a claim by Featherstone and Hepworth ( : ) that socially constructed beliefs and values are very influential on the way one behaves in a specific culture. Although older adults now live in a new cultural period where old muscles are suppose to be moved, O 'Brien Cousins () noted that until recently older people were cautioned against undertaking such action. After all, rest was once considered the virtue of old age (Kirk ).
Beyond the physical
To better understand the views of active and inactive older persons, there is a call to look beyond the physical ' self ' and consider the ' other self ' (Grant and Kenyon and Randall ( : ) there is a need to get inside ageing as it is experienced and expressed by older people. Too often in the study of ageing we lose sight of the lived body (Featherstone and Wernick  : ) . Ageing cannot be understood solely as a biological process ; hence the need to establish a new discourse that more fully explores and explains the meaning of later life (Featherstone and Hepworth ) . This ' losing sight ' is best illustrated in the Journal of Ageing and Physical Activity where, since its inception in , approximately  per cent of the published research, positions the person as an object of investigation, something to be treated and\or measured and reported on, in a way that assumes that generalisations can be extrapolated to this sector of the population. Nevertheless, this research has made a notable contribution to our understanding about many aspects of physical activity in the later years (Grant and O 'Brien Cousin ) but, as stated by Kuhn () , no one paradigm can capture all the subtle variations of any phenomenon.
The study of active ageing consists not only of reports about so-called facts and scientific explanations about physiological and psychological processes, but also descriptions of the meaning people attribute to their experiences of physical activity. To date, studies seeking alternative bodies of knowledge remain seriously under-represented in the field of gerontology (Abel and Sankar  : ) ; the dominant story of ageing tends to follow the reductionist model commonly associated with medicine and psychology (Blaikie ) . Consequently, there is a great deal written about such things as physical performance, functional capabilities, and psychological state, but those aspects considered ineffable and non-quantifiable have been omitted. Some years ago Willing ( : ) warned of such an outcome when suggesting that, by relying on quantitative research, the stories of ageing may be accurate without being true, may represent the experience yet omit the essence of it : the humanity of the person whose experience it was. Following an extensive review of the literature on ageing and physical activity O 'Brien Cousins and Horne () concluded that our knowledge is both advanced and limited by the positivist discourse. Hence, the story is far from complete. With few exceptions the central character (i.e. the older person) is hidden from the research text on ageing and physical activity. However, in those few studies where the older person is given a voice (e.g. Hardcastle and Taylor  ; Kluge  ; Langley and Knight  ; O 'Brien Cousins  ; Poole  ; Vertinsky ), it is evident that a continual refining and redefining of the physical, social, psychological and cultural self occurs across the life course. These studies echo the views of Sankar and Gubrium () who argued that greater emphasis should be attributed to the meanings older people ascribe to their experiences, as they know their lives, one another and their respective worlds.
When commenting about research on changing patterns of exercise behaviour, Tinning ( : ) called for a move beyond the dominant scientific and performance discourse. He claimed that relying on information derived from this paradigm is of little help with enticing a greater proportion of the population to increase their level of physical activity. Makosky () presented a similar view, claiming our understanding of physical inactivity could possibly change by adopting a more humanistic and subjective perspective rather than relying solely on a normative, mechanical and scientific view. Given that physical activity means different things to different people, and many of the benefits are subjective, intangible and impossible to quantify, adopting an alternative theoretical position would be desirable. Accepting such a notion would require incorporating a range of visions and voices into the research agenda in order to capture a more informed meaning about this aspect of an older person's life. Supporting such a position, Kerry and Armour () discussed how meaning and movement are inextricably bound and, in order to advance the field of inquiry about ageing and active living, we should move beyond the objective body. This means finding out more about the meaning-making self (Carlsen ) and acknowledging that our bodies are not just experienced as physical objects. Irrespective of our age, we are all conscious, feeling, thinking and reflective, and impute meanings to what is happening in our lives. Hence, the meanings attributed to the physical activity experiences can and should be ' captured ' to explicate the diversity we know exists.
Method
This research is located within the interpretive paradigm (Sparkes ) and based on open-ended in-depth interviews with eight women and seven men over  years of age who recently participated in the South Pacific Masters Games. Approval to conduct the study was granted by the author's University Ethics Committee and access to the participants provided by the organising committee of the Games. All participants (referred to in the paper by pseudonyms) gave informed written consent. As shown in Table  , the participants ranged in age from  to  years, several had lost their spouse and all reported having endured some form of physical inhibition and\or psychological distress during their later adulthood. Nevertheless, all described their current state of health as ' very good '. For most, their chosen sports had not been played competitively before  years of age. Over all, they were a very heterogeneous group and had varied backgrounds in education, socio-economic status, leisure-time interests and sporting experience. During the interviews each participant meandered across many life events. According to Ruth and Kenyon () this is common, as older people tend to talk about themselves by reflecting back on their past in order to make a coherent and credible account of current experiences and feelings. Throughout each interview primacy was given to asking ' what ' rather than ' why ' about the beliefs participants had about the role of physical activity in the later years, about their own life and in particular about their recent sporting experiences. Each participant was interviewed at least twice for  to  minutes at a time. At the conclusion of the interviews all participants were brought together for a focus group, during which they were asked to reflect on and clarify a number of common matters raised individually. All interviews and the focus group were audio-taped and transcribed verbatim. The data were analysed using a process of inductive analysis and constant comparison. There was a conscious effort to avoid being too rule-bound and thereby constraining access to the multitude of meanings that exist in such data (van Manen ) . During the analytical process, a number of conceptual categories emerged, leading to the following three themes which provide a structure for the text : (i) mixed messages about ageing and physical activity, (ii) getting into sport, and (iii) serious play. The message within each theme is not intended to provide a definitive explanation of what is being studied. Rather, as Denzin ( : ) has stated, the researcher can only produce a text that reproduces a version of the real. Nevertheless, stories derived from this type of research respect and represent the voice of the participants, connect to the broader social and theoretical issues and, according to Denison and Rinehart () , have value and power in their own right to illuminate.
Mixed messages about ageing and physical activity
Engaging in deliberate physical activity on a regular basis was described by all participants as doing something meaningful that provided a sense of satisfaction and, to quote Sue, a feeling of ' being in charge of your body '. This occurred in a different way for each individual. For example, Janet was an avid gardener and swam several times a week, Berl walked with a couple of friends most mornings and played indoor bowls twice a week, while Bill was a regular golfer and went to an aerobics class once a week. In spite of their current levels of activity, none of the participants had engaged in physical activity on a regular basis throughout their adult life. There had been times when work commitments, family responsibilities (e.g. raising their own children, caring for ill parents), health-related problems (see Table  ) and social factors influenced their interest in and opportunity for involvement. They could all recall stories about the way their parents lived and how the inherent message seemed to be communicated : ' this is a time for disengagement ' :
Being physically active hasn't always been of great importance to me. I learned exercising wasn't something older people did. Although both my parents had physical type jobs they certainly weren't very active when they retired. Retirement equated to rest. (Richard) My mother would have kept fit just by doing the chores around the home and my dad must have walked miles every day. I sometimes think they might have been fitter than I am. But I've outlived both their age. ( Janet) I learned [intuitively] from my parents that you rested when you were older. You certainly didn 't spend time playing sport like I do, particularly if you were a woman … but times are changing thank goodness. I can understand why many older women don't play sport. (Diane) Whilst the participants acknowledged increasing numbers of people in the -plus age group are becoming more physically active, the common belief was that most older people avoided being more physically active than is necessary. Given the participants ' own commitment to being physically active on a regular basis, it was not surprising they were mystified as to why ' being older ' should be considered an excuse or motivation to be inactive. These sentiments were captured by Joan when suggesting :
Most older people have a sedentary lifestyle and are very unfit. I know some walk and I see a few at the pool and the gym but not many. … I don't think age is the problem. It's the attitude about being physically active when you're older. Many people worry that they'll look silly or think it will be too hard. Quite a few older people that I know believe they shouldn't be too active.
They say it's too late to start. Another thing that intrigues me is how they [inactive people] think they can remain healthy when they don't do anything [physical activity] at all.
There was a general perception that this attitude was the norm and gave ageing a ' bad name ' (Ross). It also reinforced a commonly-held view that ' if we don't use it, we lose it ' (Sue), a phrase believed by most to have an element of truth. Although none considered themselves to be old, most indicated they were still classified this way and frequently had to deal with associated negative connotations and expectations. Many endorsed the views of Bill who ' hated people saying that at your age you shouldn 't be doing this or that. I don't understand why because I feel fine. It can be off-putting '. Edith reflected this in another way when stating ' many older people believe what they hear or read and, as a result, chose not to get out and be too active, they become afraid '. Although difficult to modify one's way of life, most believed :
The less you do the less you want to do. Being physically active on a regular basis can become a habit, a bit like watching television. But there's got to be a purpose and a feeling of satisfaction, otherwise why bother ? (Ted) What us oldies are doing is recycling, keeping busy, and not thinking about slowing down. Once you believe you should give up being physically active then it 's downhill until the end, and that will come too soon. (Tim) All participants acknowledged that during the past  years, significant changes had occurred in their physical competence and body function. It was evident that these changes in the physical body caused frustrations and that regular physical activity was deemed an important way to help negate the impact of these ailments. Most, however, indicated the struggle was not always easy to deal with as David noted :
My mind and body are often talking a different language, particularly when I 'm at the gym. I don't particularly enjoy this situation and it's certainly not like it used to be a few years ago. Sometimes it's a struggle and sometimes it's not. But as far as I'm concerned I keep participating because I believe it's better than the other option, being inactive. To be honest, I don't really want to know what the other option is like.
Being born before , all participants had witnessed a range of opinions about what a ' healthy ' lifestyle supposedly included. It is not surprising therefore, that many older people are confused about what one should or should not do in order to maintain a healthy existence. Even today, it is not the shortage of advice that is the problem, but rather the difficulty of discriminating what is appropriate and what is not from the plethora of messages offered via magazines, television, brochures and health professionals. A further concern is that much of the advice is prescriptive and implies a homogeneity : ' Do this and you improve your health, do that and something else happens. Sounds easy but in reality life's not like that ' (David). Most participants believed that for some unknown reason, many older people had learned physical activity ' wasn't for older people ' (Berl). They agreed that age was used too frequently solely as an excuse for avoiding being physically active : ' I think many -year-olds just think it's too late and convince themselves there's no point at this time in life, so why bother? ' (Ross). However, the participants had very positive things to say about the benefits they experienced from being physically active, and how this was essential for maintaining their good state of health and well-being :
I'm absolutely certain that being active has helped keep my ailment under control for the past few years. Before my operation I felt quite depressed, but this has gone and I now feel as if there is a purpose for living. I'm doing something that really excites me and helps keep me relaxed. I've got a new lease of life. (Tim) Even if you have some type of health problem I don't think it 's too late to try and take care of yourself by partaking in some form of regular exercise. It doesn't need to be too strenuous. You learn so much about yourself, not just how well you can do the activity. After a good session I can be on an emotional high, a type of euphoria that takes my mind away from any discomfort with my arthritis. I'm sure being with others who are keen on the same thing as me makes a difference. We're a pretty social group and have a lot of fun. (Ruth) As far as I'm concerned, after the problems I 've had, I view the future as uncharted territory. I 'm convinced that being active even in times of distress is one of the reasons why I'm still alive today. Sport gives me an interest away from the hard times in my life. I should have started playing sport much earlier in life. (Edith) Most participants expressed concern about the way older people ' didn't take advantage of the many opportunities that are now available ' (Tim) and ' stayed away from the programmes and community leisure facilities in droves ' (Mary). Although there's no simple explanation, several of the participants thought a more inclusive and softer approach could be used in the messages intended to attract older people to join in. For example, Ruth thought ' promotional activities that use ordinary older people rather than skinny young bodies would be a good place to start. Don't they understand who we are and what we like ? ' In spite of some of the not-so-effective strategies currently being used, it was noted that several recent initiatives seemed more appealing but ' who knows if they are successful ' (Richard). These included offering special rates for older people and ensuring that the images better reflected the older age group. Similarly Edith noted that ' involving the older people in the selection of activities has proved popular in several recreation centres '. In spite of additional community resources being spent on enticing older people to sign up with a programme, ' not everybody needs to belong to a group, you can exercise by yourself in lots of ways. I'm an avid jogger and like plodding around my favourite tracks by myself ' (David). In spite of their enthusiasm for being physically active, all participants were aware this is only one way to seek self-fulfillment, maintain one's health and enjoy life in later years. They also agreed with Diana who noted the importance of having a range of interests that were personally fulfilling.
I'm a keen swimmer and love training and coaching, whereas my husband is not at all interested in this. In fact I sometimes think he is quite bored by it all. Much of my time is based around what's happening at the pool, usually getting ready for an event or helping out with the young age groups. … My husband is very involved in a choir, sings in concerts and at church, something in which I have little interest but go and listen … they're not bad. In between times we both share a love for the garden.
Getting into sport
All participants played sport during their younger years but most stopped participating in organised competition within a few years of leaving school. For some this was not a complete withdrawal as they remained involved in different ways during part of their adult life. As Joan noted :
For many years I was a one of several parents that helped organise the local community athletic meeting. Although tempted from time to time I never had time to join in as the family duties and our business kept me far too busy. Plus I would have been the only one of my age so it would have been pointless.
When in their mid-s or early s, all participants began to play sport again, either informally or in organised competition. Although not able to make a causal connection, this coincided with the ' health and fitness movement ' of the s when many multi-purpose community facilities were built and a variety of easily accessible activities (e.g. fun runs, mass aerobics, learn to swim campaigns, ' have-a-go ' festivals, walking programmes) were provided by the public and private sector : ' There was a real push for people of all ages to participate which made joining in so much easier ' (Ruth) . In addition to the initiatives offered by organisations, there were also personal reasons why each person resumed playing sport :
I was talking to some younger friends about doing something different, maybe something physical which was a bit out of character for me given my lifestyle for the last  years. I hadn't done anything beyond my daily chores for years.
There was a suggestion that I join my friends for a game of croquet, I didn't know the first thing about it but I must have liked it because  years later I'm still playing. I know it looks slow but it's as much a mental game as a physical one and age is no barrier. (Berl) I hadn't played sport for years and after spending a long time caring for my terminally ill husband, my neighbour said ' why don't you come and join us for a game of badminton ? We're all beginners. ' I was  then and have a vivid memory of that day. We had a lot of fun, no one was watching and I was amazed that it wasn't too hard. I haven't improved much but I'm still playing today with a group of women of similar age. (Edith) Fourteen years ago I was in agony and finished up having an operation on my gall bladder. While looking out the hospital window I saw a group of middleaged guys jogging during their lunch hour. I'm not sure what happened but decided once I recovered I was going to get back into shape. A few months later and no more cigarettes, I was off to the gym and into a gentle walk-jog programme. My health really was a mess when I think about it. That's how it all began and it's never stopped. (Tim) I was given a set of bowls for my th birthday by an ' old ' friend who was keen to get me involved. I would have never started by myself. Even though I had to have an unexpected operation soon after being given the bowls which forced me to stop playing for a couple of months. Apart from this interruption I've been playing ever since. ( Jill) One day after dropping my daughter off for her five kilometre training run home, I decided that I was going to join her. I used to run and had fond memories of those days. Not only were my family surprised when I announced my intentions but this was the start of what has been a memorable  years of participating in athletics. ( Joan) None of the participants indicated it was easy to take-up playing sport after spending several decades of being a spectator and\or parent helper. Not only were few older people involved but ' the body didn't respond particularly well at first ' (Ted). There was also a feeling that ' older people were not supposed to play with any degree of seriousness let alone train and try to improve ' (Bill). This type of message provided strong signals about what and how ' someone my age ' (Les) should behave. As David commented : ' It really annoys me when I'm working out at the gym and people look at me with a quizzical stare. I just think to myself, we're athletes, why shouldn't we train ? ' Most experienced some degree of embarrassment particularly during their initial experiences of reuniting with and playing sport. It was like ' being the odd one out as there are only a few of my age group involved in cycling and swimming ' (Tim). What is more, having to re-learn the skills is a challenge, the body is on display (e.g. movement proficiency, body shape) and one's level of self-consciousness can easily be exaggerated, particularly if others are watching. What happens in this situation will influence whether or not one continues to participate. Edith recalled :
I was encouraged by others to just have-a-go but was very aware that I was on show and at first it is very difficult to feel comfortable . It had been a few years, quite a few, since I had been very active and there were concerns about my ability to ' keep up ' and look reasonable. I think this is probably more difficult to cope with when you're older. I was lucky that my friends were very supportive and few others were around.
Although most participants had played team sports during their youth they were now all involved in individual activities (see Table  ). Reasons for this included : the need to have control over personal time ; freedom to practice and play as much or as little as possible ; the level of competitiveness can be determined by the individual ; and there was no need to rely on others for either training or having a game. Diane indicated ' It's important at my age not to have to depend too much on others. There's too many unpredictable things that can happen. ' This view was endorsed by the others, particularly in relation to juggling time around family commitments and dealing with the ailments of self and others : ' In spite of what the mind says sometimes the body just doesn't want to play ' (Ruth) .
Irrespective of that reason for playing sport, having success was important. This occurred in a variety of ways and required some control over their body functioning (e.g. hand-eye co-ordination, balance, agility) as well as a degree of proficiency when performing the skills specific to the sport. Whilst all participants received plenty of support from young and old colleagues in the sporting environment, Mary contends one of the problems at first is :
Older people are encouraged to come along and have-a-go, but it's difficult to really enjoy it unless you stick to it for a while. It can also be frustrating particularly when you haven't played for a number of years. Your mind can remember what it used to be like but you just can't perform like you used to. It's not surprising that most people don't have much success at first. I can remember this well. It would have been very easy just to give up.
In spite of the frustrations all agreed that playing sport was not just a physical experience. There was a chance to socialise, meet new people and, most importantly, to do something that provided a great deal of personal satisfaction. As Ross explained :
When I play tennis it's not just running around the court that excites me. It's the friendship and chance to spend time with other men who have a similar interest. I enjoy the challenge of the games and always leave feeling good about myself, a kind of euphoria. My wife doesn't understand my excitement for ' hitting a ball ' but I believe it definitely contributes to my quality of life.
By any definition, playing sport involves competition and each person responds to this in different ways depending on their previous experience, skill level and the context in which the game is being played. An appropriate level of competition and fairness was deemed important in order to value and enjoy one 's involvement :
What can be more exciting than us -year-olds playing against others our own age ? This is what I call a level playing field and is one reason why events like the Masters Games are so popular. You also get a chance to participate against people with whom they don't usually compete. (Bill) There's a special atmosphere when you're involved in an event like the Masters Games with hundreds of other enthusiasts, quite a few of which are in my age group. It also provides the chance to meet new people and share stories with old friends. I find it's a real buzz to be involved, it's my Olympics.
Of course there is also the chance to compete against new players in your age group of unknown ability. I find this exciting as there are only a few of us oldies that compete at the club meet. We aren't too serious at the club but in events like the Masters, it's serious stuff because some of the opponents are damned good. ( Joan) Irrespective of the nature of the game or event, winning always provided a special feeling. Whether this occurred by luck or by ability, seemed to be irrelevant but ' being the best on the day is always satisfying ' (Richard). It would be pointless participating if there was ' no desire to perform in a way you felt pleased with and stretch your opponent : this makes for a good game ' ( Jill). However, this shouldn't be confused with a having-to-win attitude : ' just being able to perform in a way you knew you could was important ' (Mary). All participants indicated that winning and losing was only a part of the sporting experience. Not surprisingly, they talked about the notion of competitiveness in broad terms and explained how success could be defined in a variety of ways :
I'm pretty competitive and irrespective of the event, I generally give it one hundred per cent. I'm the same with cryptic crosswords and just hate not to be able to finish them. There's a kind of satisfaction in knowing you can actually achieve something you really want to do. For me this is playing two games in a day. (Bill) I like to play people who are better than me irrespective of their age. There are some great players to test yourself against and that makes it exciting. I mean, the outcome is important and I try to win but it doesn't really matter. That's probably why I still get nervous before participating in a big event like the Masters Games. ( Jill) I go into a game thinking there's a chance to win, but the most important thing for me is to be consistent even though sometimes it seems as if I've never played the game before. I remember one event where I couldn't have played worse and felt pretty dejected afterwards. Although it's not too long before the laughter starts it's strange that I always remember these awful moments. (Mary)
In my sport you can play the men on equal terms and there is nothing more satisfying than beating a man. I'm not sure they really enjoy this ! (Berl)
To be able to continue and compete in events like the Masters Games, all participants made adjustments to the way they performed some of the skills specific to their sport. This involved changing a part of their physical functioning (e.g. the arm action in swimming, leg kick in line dancing, back swing in golf ) but not their attitude or desire to perform. They assumed, however, that others of their age would also experience a range of limitations and have to make similar adjustments. For Edith this meant :
Learning to rely as much on tactics and trying to out-think your opponent [as your] physical ability. Although you don't want to, you have to accept your limitations in spite of the frustration it causes because if you didn't you would give up. Of course, I assume that other competitors are experiencing similar problems. We tend to talk about our problems after the event. It's just a part of growing old and finding out how others cope.
Nevertheless, there was some concern expressed when discussing how they dealt with the declining level of functional capacity. Most raised the question of ' what if I get injured or become ill with one of those ' old people ' diseases and can no longer compete or even participate ? ' (Ruth) . In essence, such comments reflect a potential dilemma for all older people irrespective of whether or not they play sport. They believed, and in three cases prayed, that playing sport would help them to remain independent and maintain control over their health and wellbeing. Although currently enjoying what was described as a good quality of living, there was a feeling of uncertainty regarding the future and what ' tomorrow might bring ' (Richard). Hence, most believed it was worthwhile ' playing sport until the end or, at least, that something unforeseen caused them to stop. After all, if I didn't play sport what else would I do ? It's an important part of my life ' (David).
Taking sport seriously satisfied a personal need but in some cases didn 't occur without contention. Given their interest in the respective sports, most participants spent a considerable amount of time away from home. Hence, it was often necessary to negotiate with family members about, and sometimes juggle, their supposed duties and responsibilities. This dilemma wasn't confined only to those still living with their spouse. Sue, for example who had been widowed for seven years, was adamant she no longer fulfilled ' an assumed grandparent role by looking after the grand kids without warning. There are times when this has to fit around my schedule '. Ruth was just as resolute in suggesting when ' training for big events, there was no way I am going to make compromises to satisfy my children's needs unless there was an emergency. I remember once when my daughter called me a liberated oldie '. Although all participants took playing sport seriously, they were realistic about the place of sport in life. It was, as Joan said, ' just an activity ' and there needed to the some sensitivity to balancing one's interest with the needs of others. However, this was more easily said than done ; hence there was sometimes tension in the home. As Les explained :
I've had to venture into the garden on more than one occasion to retrieve my tennis racquet after my wife had thrown it there, as a way of expressing her opinion about my commitment. The issue is really about the amount of time I spend away from home, instead of doing other so-called ' important ' things like gardening, cleaning, and caring for grandchildren. Thank God it's not an anti-sport campaign or I'd have to change my ways. But at the other extreme there are times when my family are really quite proud of me even though they think I'm getting past it. One day I may retire but at the moment, that's not a high priority. I'm having too much fun.
Discussion
Regularly participating in a diverse array of physical activities and playing sport was an important part of life for the participants in this study. Some could be described as being extremely active while others exercised on a more spasmodic basis. Irrespective of the type of activity or level of intensity, regular exercise had become a valued part of their existence. When talking about the ' things you get with ageing ', they explained how their involvement was constrained by debilitating conditions. Nevertheless, these men and women located themselves in the discourse of good health and resisted the notion that ageing could be described solely as a biomedical problem highlighted by an encroaching decline in their physical ability. Their collective views echoed the extensive body of knowledge which endorses the belief that regular physical activity makes a significant contribution to one's state of wellbeing and quality of life in the later years (Feldman and Poole , Huber  ; Makosky  ; Mathieu  ; O 'Brien and Horne  ; Rowe and Kahn  ; Shephard  ; Spirduso ). Although these participants all experienced such benefits, there was some concern about the supposedly high proportion of the over--year-olds who remained relatively inactive. This was accentuated when considering that poor health is frequently cited as a reason to avoid being too physically active. To what extent this is a real concern is difficult to discern, as most older people deploy a variety of strategies to ensure they experience good health (self-defined) and consider ageing a positive experience (Atchley  ; Blaikie  ; Greenwald  ; Sugar and Morinelli ). Partaking in regular physical activity may be desirable behaviour but, as Heikkinen ( : ) reported, each person has their own way of organising daily life in a way consistent with their abilities and state of wellbeing. This being the case, it is worth reflecting on the degree to which older people should be encouraged to modify their way of life.
In addition to concerns about health status, some participants believed that the assumed high levels of physical inactivity reinforced a stereotypical view of ageing. At a personal level, some comments implied what Erikson et al. () called a tension between identity and despair in later life. Although not totally sympathetic, these participants expressed a sense of empathy regarding the physical and psychological challenge most older people had to confront when wanting to be more physically active. They also endorsed the contention that age alone could not fully explain or continually be used as an excuse for being physically inactive. It is possible the participants were in tune with the problematic of normalising ageing (Hepworth ) , and sensitive about the ' mask of old age ' (Conway and Hockey ) . Whatever the reason, there is a need to challenge the traditional and static concept of an amorphous and undifferentiated old age (Featherstone and Hepworth ( : ) . Drawing on the beliefs expressed in this study, it can be argued that ageism and age discrimination provide a significant barrier for older people wanting to adopt a more physically active lifestyle. Acknowledging the complexity of such, Morgan () encourages a rethink, or even rejection of conventional practices of exercise prescription, if the intention is to encourage a greater proportion of the older population to engage in a more physically active life.
Since taking up sport, all participants had to cope with what Minichiello et al. () have termed ' negative interactions '. Many of these messages expressed a mix of social and cultural values as to how an older person should behave. Comments such as ' playing sport at your age ' required careful negotiation and were considered discouraging, particularly during the initial phase of reactivating the physical self. In some cases the messages emanated from within families, whilst others were implied in the public campaigns and advertising intended to attract older people to ' join in '. Some messages were interpreted as focusing too much on exercise as a commodity, something that was purchased as a means to an end. Other images tended to ignore the notion of play and spontaneity, a fundamental characteristic if physical activity is to have a worthwhile meaning for self. As Kretchmar () noted, if the misinterpreted messages transfer to the exercise environment, the probability of continuation is considerably reduced.
At present there is some confusion about how best to market physical activity if a behaviour change is the desired outcome (Dishman ). Whilst a small percentage of older people will respond accordingly and become more physically active, Grant and Stothart () argue that there will never be a revolution where masses of those in their later years become ' exercise junkies '. This is not to suggest we should abandon the search for a more comprehensive understanding of this phenomenon or adopt alternative strategies that invite older people to make a transition to a more physically active lifestyle. Whatever occurs will need to take cognizance of the ongoing process of construction and reconstruction of ageing within our respective communities (Featherstone and Hepworth  : ).
Later life may be replete with opportunities for continual growth and development, but it should be remembered that those born  or more years ago have lived through a time when this was not always the case. Life expectancy was also much shorter. What is more, many remember when rest was advocated as a necessity in later life (Kirk ) and women were expected to become secluded and withdrawn as they aged (Vertinsky ) . There was also a time when ageing was more akin to a slow, downward, inward spiral until eventually sliding into oblivion (Bortz ) . Moreover, some developmental theorists have postulated that older adults were ' grown up ' and could develop no further (Coakley ) . Not surprisingly, those now in their s remember their parents ' generation being discouraged from engaging in any activity that might put unnecessary demands on the body. Although the message is now quite different, many older people still overestimate the perceived dangers of being physically active whilst underestimating their physical capabilities. Such confusion is partially attributable to the many contradictory messages to which older people have been exposed across their life time.
Incorporating moderate levels of physical activity into one's routine need not require much time or effort. However, having more discretionary time, something commonly associated with later life, is insufficient by itself to promote this type of behaviour change (Mathieu ) . Neither does knowing about the potential benefits that might be gained by being physically active, entice change (Chodzko-Zajko  ; Dishman  ; O 'Brien Cousins and Horne ). The participants in this study agreed that to be of any consequence, freelychosen physical activity must be personally meaningful and valued by the self. Hence, when trying to unravel any aspect of this aspect of life there is a need to recognise older individuals as a multiple, situational self (Blaikie ) . This is something we need to learn more about (Kretchmar ) : as previously noted, ageing alone is considered a weak indicator of both participation in, and disengagement from, physical activity (Atchley ).
Like many older people, these ageing athletes had to deal with some type of irrevocable change in their functional capacity and subsequent loss of ability. At times their ailments were frustrating and inconvenient but, on most occasions, these were considered more of a nuisance factor than an excuse to disengage, something common with the majority of older adults (Dunlap and Barry  ; Satariano et al.  ; O 'Brien Cousins ) . Consequently, the participants approached their respective activities, particularly preparation for and playing sport, with caution. They controlled their levels of activity to ensure a congruence between their state of health and sport aspirations, which is often a difficulty in the beginning stages. Acceptance of their disposition reflected the views of Atchley () who claimed that negative changes, in this case in body function, may influence behaviour and feelings, but not necessarily have negative consequences (i.e. withdrawing from or injuries while playing sport). It can be argued that having the desire, and knowing how to manage the ailing body, helped provide a sense of self-worth, identity and empowerment. According to Roberts () , these traits are consistent with older people committed to a freely-chosen leisure activity irrespective of its type or form.
By focusing on the beliefs of older people, this study illustrates how the role and meaning of physical activity in later life is expansive, dynamic and completely imbued with multiple interpretations. Rather than be concerned with the correctness of their factual references, the narrative data gave significance to events drawn from the experiences and the relationships attributed to a physically active life (Kerry and Armour  ; Kluge  ; Polkinghorne  ; Poole ). Although the gerontology literature tends to ignore older peoples ' perceptions and beliefs (Blaikie  ; Carlsen  ; Conway and Hockey  ; Ruth and Kenyon ), such information can make a notable contribution to the creation of a culture of positive ageing and old age (Featherstone and Hepworth ) . Furthermore, by giving credence to the voice of older people, different truths from those to which we are accustomed about ageing and physical activity, emerge (Markula et al. ) . The stories these older people told about their experiences, and the beliefs they held about ageing and physical activity, help illustrate the resilience of the ageing body. They also illustrate how ageing is constantly being negotiated at an individual and societal level, and how successful ageing occurs in different ways.
